Esophageal perforation: CT findings.
Esophageal perforation is a life-threatening condition that can be quickly diagnosed on the basis of findings on contrast esophagograms when the typical signs and symptoms of vomiting, chest pain, and subcutaneous emphysema occur. If the clinical features are atypical, CT may be performed early in the clinical course. Thus, recognition of the CT findings of esophageal perforation is important. We reviewed the CT scans of 12 patients with esophageal perforation. The site of perforation was the cervical esophagus in three and the thoracic esophagus in nine. The causes of the perforations were neoplastic (four patients), idiopathic (three patients), iatrogenic (three patients), and traumatic (two patients). CT abnormalities included esophageal thickening in nine patients, periesophageal fluid in 11 patients, extraluminal air in 11, and pleural effusion in nine. The site of the perforation was visible on the CT scan in two patients. In four patients (33%), CT findings were the first indication of esophageal perforation. For patients who have atypical signs and symptoms, CT scans optimally define the extraluminal manifestations of esophageal perforation. Extraesophageal air is the most useful finding. The CT findings may be the first indication of the diagnosis.